Vayikra – The Middle Passage
March 19, 2010
By tova stabin
Shabbat Shalom. Thank you for again giving me the honor and privilege to examine the week’s parsha and share my thoughts. 

It seems apparent to me that I was not in tune with my generations old family tradition, still done today in my family, where we spit three times or at least say kanahara at appropriate moments. I didn’t do either of those things when I jokingly talked about how some day I’d wind up doing a d’var about a bunch of rules and yet I always get ones that are filled to the brim with stories, characters and philosophies. Obviously, forgetting to spit three times led me to this parsha in Leviticus, Vayikra.

Virtually the entire parsha is about the rules and reasons for korbonot – sacrifices – offerings of sheep and goats and bulls and fowl, and how to slaughter them, what to do with their blood, their body parts, etc. Then there are mincha – meal – offerings and directions for the type of flour, oil, water, what to use and not, how much of each. And these offerings and sacrifices are specified for all “types” of individuals, “regular people,” kings, priests, people from different class backgrounds and all types of situations - sins by individuals, communities, done with intent, by mistake, various motivations, etc. 

Oy. What could a parsha like this mean to me – a 21st century Jewish vegetarian with a queezy stomach? Indeed though, I thought much about if the torah is to be a living and archetypal document what lessons are here for me today? I found more than I could possibly talk about in the time allotted to me tonight, so please allow me talk of just a few.

It seems to me, I’ve spent a lot of my life in the middle or in between things, or at least thinking about what it means to be in the middle. I’ve never felt quite on the “inside” of much, but, honestly, I’ve not been entirely on the total outside of things usually either. Even the d’varim I’ve been honored to do have often talked about the in-between places, like the doorposts we hang our mezzuzot on – in between inside and outside spaces. So I looked at this parsha in a similar way and maybe even particularly so to think about middle places as Passover nears since we walked through the middle of the sea to get to freedom. 

Physically, the parsha is in the middle of the torah. Why is it that “smack in the middle of everything” we are suddenly given something seemingly so base, detailed rules about sacrifices, rather than perhaps philosophical stories with archetypal characters? What lesson is that and how is it holy? Perhaps, it is in the middle because of the holiness of everyday, ordinary people in our ordinary daily lives – not the great highs or deep pain, but the middle places of everyday that is also holy.

Yes, contemporary Jews do not generally ritualistically do sacrifices or offerings, especially of animals in the manner described here. However, it is no less important today to offer thanks to those around us, to the world around us, to the spiritual world “G_d” for however you define that. And, as I’ve tried hard as a parent to teach and to teach myself, there are, indeed consequences to our actions and we need to acknowledge them and pay for them in some way that leads us to learning. And we need to take on consequences for our actions as individuals and as a community, no matter who we are. In this parsha, we see, for instance, that if you cannot afford a bull, you can use a goat, and if you cannot afford a goat, you can use a dove, and if not, flour and water and oil. Having a great deal of material wealth or very little does not absolve you from giving offerings or taking responsibility for your actions – it does, however, mean that you need to do it in different ways based on the reality of your life. I did hear once about a Scandinavian country where you paid for the amount of a speeding ticket in relation to what your income was and that someone wound up paying thousands of dollars.

And we do not only have to account for our actions as individuals when we do something with intent, but also when we have guilt because we were not sure if we transgressed or we transgressed unintentionally. In the world of diversity trainings that I sometimes do, as well as a parent, I call that intent vs. impact. I tell people if an elephant steps on your toes, it still hurts whether the elephant did it on purpose or not – though it’s unlikely an elephant will apologize in either case. So, here, in this parsha, is the first sensitivity training! We take responsibility for wrongdoings and giving thanks in particular ways as individuals and as communities, as kings and everyday people, as people of different classes, for wrongdoings of intention and for those that are unintentional because even the unintentional can have impact.

Being a queezy vegetarian and all, the truth is I paid more attention to the meals sections than the animal sacrifice sections – more digestable, I thought to amuse myself. One thing I noticed was the prohibition against having a leavened product on the altar, so that the “bread” used was really more matzah. While I’m certain people more learned than I have heard about the importance of unleavened bread in other situations, for me my only association with matzah and unleavened products is Pesach. One symbolic notion of getting rid of leaven on Pesach is to get rid of ego, what is puffed up about ourselves, false pride, to return to the basics perhaps. I believe some of the rules of these sacrifices are also about getting rid of ego self too. 

When I thought about the matzah and its symbolic meaning, I wondered about this parsha being in-between Purim and Pesach. In some way, I see Purim as being all about ego – we dress up, are loud and boisterous – look at me, at my costume, at my silliness. And perhaps too, we put on the outside – in our costume – what we do not show in our everyday lives, some part of our ego that we keep under wraps but get to pretend to be. We can even dress up as evil Haman, allowing that part of ourselves to show. And in one teaching I heard – via Evlyn, thank you for that – some say Purim is connected to Yom Kippur – as in yom hakippurim, and that Purim is really the most holy day. And then, mere weeks later, we walk around our homes with a candle and feather making sure to look at every little crevice for any crumb of chametz. Let go and get rid of every bit of that puffiness that we celebrated at Purim. And here we are in this parsha, in the middle of the Torah, between Purim and Passover, between extreme egoism and getting rid of ego – the holiness of in between, the middle, smack in the center of the torah is that place of everyday life sandwiched, if you’ll excuse the expression, between Purim and Pesach.

The place between too much and no ego is demonstrated here too in the way the letters actually look. In the word vayikra, the aleph is smaller than most of the letters – there are three different size letters in the torah. Most letters are “intermediate” size and a few are large or small. There is much rabbinic commentary about why the aleph is small in the word vayikra, which refers to G-d calling to Moses. Moses is the only one who G-d talks to panim al panim – face to face. Instead of Moses having his ego inflated by this “honor,” he is humbled by the responsibility and indeed is considered by some to be the most holy because of how exceedingly humble he is, so that when it is spoken of G-d calling him, it is with the humility of a small aleph. Contrasted to this is the oversized aleph that is used to speak of Adam, also a person of “import,” but one who, it is said, his ego and sense of self-import was his downfall, as he thought too much of himself. Most of the torah is written in letters in-between size. We are the in-between letter – the ego we still need to have for Purim and the cleansing of ego and pride we need to do for Pesach. 

In a way, in vayikra, we see that dualities exist in relationship to each other, are intimately connected – both ends and the middle are all holy – the large, small and intermediate letters,  great ego and humbleness and “everyday people,”, are all intimately connected,  all is one we tell ourselves in the sh’ma. Here, in vayikra, we can see that what is seen as small, such as Moses small aleph, is, indeed, what has the most greatness and largeness. What parts of ourselves and our communities are we looking at and thinking are without much meaning or import, but may have much holiness and importance; which part seems great on the surface, but is to be questioned, and what is the holiness and greatness of the so called ordinary, of the place in the middle? 

So, I hope that as we move toward Pesach, we may learn more to understand the importance of being in the middle, walking through the middle of the sea to get to freedom, balancing our need for ego and our need to let go of it, to be responsible and thankful as individuals and as a community, as ordinary people and as the kings and priests and even evil, wrong doing that is within us too, to be responsible for both intent and impact, for all the pieces of ourselves that need to come out to be cleansed, and the greatness in small everyday things, even a letter of the alphabet.

Thank you and Shabbat shalom. 
